Quidditas
Manuscript 1499

Chaucer's Sense of an Ending
Colleen Donnelly

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, History Commons, Philosophy Commons, and the
Renaissance Studies Commons

]RMMRA

II

(1990)

Chaucer's Sense of an Ending
by

Colleen Donnelly
University of Colorado-Denver

of closure plagued Chaucer throughout his career, and
critics have continued to point out his "inability" to end or finish many of
his poems. This lack of closure often frustrates the casual reader and perplexes the serious scholar, leaving both to wonder if Chaucer was incapable
of bringing his poems to an end or if he simply intended to tease his audience
with such inconclusiveness. Neither answer is quite satisfactory. To understand that this inconclusiveness was deliberately created by Chaucer the
master poet, and not by Chaucer resignedly handing the pen over to
the befuddled persona who records his experiences within a dream or on
the road to Canterbury, readers and critics must look at the whole of
Chaucer's corpus, rather than at each poem in isolation. Just as the development of certain themes and motifs can be traced throughout the poet's
career, the development of Chaucer's "sense of an ending" can also be traced
throughout his poetry. A tension between formal, aesthetic closure and
semantic, contextual closure, fashioned in order to establish a pluralistic
vision in the close of each poem, quickly becomes evident. This attempt to
maintain two or more perspectives on the material presented in a poem
results in semantic open-endedness. Such lack of commitment, on Chaucer's
part, to any single perspective, ideology, or philosophy often frustrates readers
who, after busily trying to unravel the complexities of the poem in hopes of
discovering the "fruyt" (author's message) beneath the "chaf," discover
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themselves holding nothing but a handful of "chaf." But the "chaf"
discloses essential insights into how to read Chaucer's poetry and holds the
poem together. At the same time the master craftsman tantalizes his audience with semantic open-endedness, he also soothes and subtly pacifies
them with some gesture toward formal closure. Often Chaucer makes this
gesture by employing conventional tropes that would denote closure, such
as a roundel in The Parliament ofFowls, so that after momentarily savoring
the aesthetic elegance of the ending, readers find themselves suddenly
plummeting into an abyss of confusion upon discovering that the very
closing rhetorical move, which seemed to formally close the poem, never
answered the most pressing questions posed within the poem but rather
left it (semantically) open to interpretation.
Donald Howard, Traugott Lawler, E. Talbot Donaldson, and Larry
Sklute have championed the cause of characterizing and appreciating the
open-endedness and pluralistic vision in Chaucer's later poetry. 1 The dream
poems, which have often been underestimated in terms of their contribution to the development of Chaucer's pluralistic vision, and which display
the same open-endedness as Troilus and Criseyde and The Canterbury Tales,
have failed to invite such attention and acclaim. Yet, it is the same kind of
indeterminacy which can be found in these earlier poems that makes them
more than mere compilations of Machaut's and Froissart's poetry and that
allows Chaucer to establish the unique, original vision of his dream poems
which undercuts, challenges, or radically transforms the source poems.
Characterizing the tension between the desire for semantic open-endedness
and the need for formal closure found in the dream vision poems helps to
illuminate the various methods Chaucer employed throughout his career
to suspend closure, to escape the suffocating influence of his sources, and
to challenge the readers to look for more than definitive answers and
endings.
Barbara Herrnstein Smith describes the phenomenon of "anticlosure,"
or weak closure, in modern poetry as a means by which writers avoid closing
off the interpretive dimensions of a work. Through anticlosure the poet
strives for pluralism that "reflects a broader pluralism of values in an age
that is the heir to perhaps too many revolutions," an age of skepticism
wherein "the only resolution may be in the affirmation of irresolution, and
conclusiveness may be seen as not only less honest but less stable than inconclusiveness. " 2 But anticlosure may not be a feature confined to modern
20
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literature, since such claims can also be made for Chaucer's poetry, which
is also sensitive to the imminent crises of an age that would be shaken by
the corruption and schism of the Church, the insurrection of the peasants,
the weakening of the monarchy during Richard II' s reign, and a pluralism
of philosophies. Chaucer employs anticlosure in response to the historical
conditions as well as the philosophical and aesthetic concerns of his
own era.
Such concerns are apparent in Chaucer's first dream poem. The Book of
the Duchess, as I have described in an earlier article, is a poem of misinterpretation.3 Two possible interpretations of the knight's lament are
juxtaposed: either White has been inconstant, or she has died. The dreamernarrator in the poem does not know of the historical situation beyond the
poem - the death of Blanche. Thus he struggles to understand the meaning
of the knight's elusive words. The knight speaks a lay, creates a chess metaphor to symbolically express the loss of his love, further elaborates on how
he has lost her, using the conventional "head-to-toe" portrait of the lady's
good qualities, before finally, clearly and literally, stating that she has died.
The befuddled dreamer must try to comprehend what the knight is saying,
and can easily be misled into thinking that the knight, due to the figurative
and vague nature of his complaint, is speaking of an inconstant lover. When
the knight exclaims, "She ys ded!" (1309), 4 this issue is resolved. Resolution
of other significant issues is left suspended; Chaucer never offers a cure for
the dreamer's malady, which may be either lovesickness or insomnia, and,
more importantly, never tells us whether the knight is truly consoled. The
manner in which the knight finally deals with loss is left unresolved, since
his return to the castle can be interpreted two ways: he may have come to
terms with his grief, or he may have returned because he can bear it no
longer. If the latter is the case, he may intend to hasten his reunion with her
by committing suicide, a suggestion made earlier in the poem and brought
to the forefront again by the fact that the castle may be symbolic of the
New Jerusalem.
To compensate for this lack of contextual closure, Chaucer employs a
formulaic phrase signaling ending - "is doon." A noun followed by the
complement "is doon" is found four times in the poem to signify both
premature or false resolution and closure. Oddly, the phrase first appears
only forty lines into the poem: "For there is phisicien but oon / That may
me hele; but that is don. / Passe we over untill eft" (39-41). The line is used
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to put a premature end to what could turn out to be a rather lengthy
digression. The second occurrence follows the knight's "private" lament
over his lady's demise: "'Sir,' quod [the dreamer,] 'the game is doon. I I
holde that his hert be goon"' (539-40). These lines signal a failure in communication: the dreamer's attention is on the hunt, the knight's on his
grief. The meaning these lines hold for the two is quite different and foreshadows the upcoming different interpretations that the knight and
dreamer assign to the lamentations that follow. The line appears twice more
within the last twenty-five lines of the poem. The dreamer tells us "al was
doon, I For that tyme, the hert-huntyng" (1312-13), right after the knight
proclaims "she ys ded. " Between lines 539 and 1312 the syntax changes from
present perfect "is doon" to past perfect "was doon," suggesting a more
firm, final resolution of affairs. The last line of the poem, uttered by the
awakened dreamer, is "This was my sweven; now hit ys doon" (1334). With
the closing line of the poem, past tense (the memory of White) and present
tense (the creation of the poem) are fused, in the last of a series of lexical
punctuating phrases employing "is doon."
The formulaic phrase is used to signal false resolution in its first two
appearances (and present perfect form), and, in fact, instead signals areas of
ambiguity and problems for interpretation. With the change to past perfect,
we have a true resolution of the foremost issue at hand - White's demise.
In addition, the combination of the past and present tenses in the last line
signals the poem's close following this announcement. What is achieved by
this artistic maneuver is a successful closure of the formal aspects of the
poem, while leaving many of the thematic issues - such as a clear indication
that the knight has come to terms with his grief - unresolved. Thus we
have a finished product that maintains a pluralistic, indeterminate vision.
In The Book ofthe Duchess there is formal closure following the revelation of White's fate, while the knight's deliverance from grief is left ambiguous. In the dream of The Parliament ofFowls the choosing of a lover for
the formel eagle is left unresolved, while the concerns of the peripheral
"characters" are harmoniously resolved: the birds each receive "[their] make
I By evene acord" (667-68). The poem also ends with a formal attempt at
closure through the roundel, which Robert Worth Frank recognizes as a
return to the pretense of convention. 5 The roundel is a formal device used
to convince us of the poem's conclusiveness, though it connotes a false
resolution. Again we have formal closure without contextual resolution. A
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determinate, definitive interpretation at any level of the poem is suspended
because the poem remains open in terms of the dreamer's quest for" a certeyn
thing," which is never defined, for the fulfillment of the eagles' desires, and
for resolutio~ of the many philosophical perspectives presented. David Aers
delineates the philosophically opposed visions of harmony and unity that
Chaucer presents in the poem: the "Dream of Scipio" presenting Neoplatonic harmony through "commune profit" is juxtaposed with Nature's
vision, borrowed from Alain de Lille, which focuses on the authority
and harmony found in nature. 6 As in the eagles' competition, no clear
winner is presented in the philosophical debate; Aers demonstrates that
both philosophies are presented without either being given preference. Such
opposition, or antithesis, is identified by Michael Kelley as the unifying
principle of the poem: "the poem's source of harmony is the consistent
application of this pattern on each structural level." 7 Yet, while the poem
begins with antithesis (diametrical oppositions, such as the tantalizing invitation and the warning found on the gate to the garden and the contrasting
portraits of Venus and Nature), it quickly expands to a presentation of
plurality as evidenced by the diverse perspectives on love offered by the parliament of birds.
Antithesis also gives way to pluralism in the eagles' competition. Chaucer
makes a departure from the source poem "Florence and Blanchflor," in
which the decision as to who is the best lover is straightforward. Here, this
decision becomes ambiguous. Each of the versions of the source stoty concludes with a duel to determine whether the clerk or the knight is the better
lover; different versions give the victory to the individual author's chosen
favorite. Chaucer incorporates the controversy and adds a third suitor to
deliberately complicate the situation. Thus he muddies the formel' s decision, since clearly opposing visions of love are not discernible in the three
suitors' speeches. The duel found in the source poem is circumvented; the
third participant enhances the dispute and creates greater ambiguity as to
who is, in fact, the best lover. As Gardiner Stillwell points out, there are
inadequacies in each suitor's speech. 8 Such ambiguity, as well as the chaos
created by the squabbling oflesser birds as they each offer their own perspectives, not so much on who is the best choice but on love itself, leads to the
formel' s decision to postpone her decision. There is no clear winner but
only, as Bertrand Bronson notes, personal favorites .9 The lesser birds'
mating and the roundel do indeed seem a rather conventional attempt to
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dose off the poem while allowing it to remain open-ended. k with The Book
ofthe Duchess, indeterminacy again permeates the poem. Any anticipation
of a victory for any one eagle is dispensed with and supplanted by the
humorous cackling and mating activities of the "lesser" birds.
In The House ofFame, Chaucer abandons even the gesture toward formal closure. In this poem, any attempt to constrain plot elements within
one genre or philosophical stance is a fruitless endeavor, since inevitably
there is always an element that will not fit. Unequivocal, ideological unity
is always shortsighted and unable to hold together the many contrasting
perspectives of the poem. The satisfaction and pleasure to be gained from
this poem derive from engaging in its plurality and in understanding what
Chaucer achieves by creating an open-ended poem.
Chaucer parades an array of competing authoritative visions from
beginning to end. The first two books are characterized by antithetical
images, such as Ovid's and Virgil's versions of Aeneas' s story in book I and
the "proofs" based on science and myth in the eagle's soliloquy in book 2.
Antithesis will give way to plurality, as it did in the council episode of
The Parliament of Fowls. Ambiguity created by the juxtapositioning of
unresolvable or antithetical perspectives, erupting into plurality, is the source
of structural coherence in this poem. The concept of definitive authority
is dismantled by the questionable tactics used to establish and, in book 3, to
finally undermine authority.
Book 3 begins with antithesis in the image of the names of "famous
folkes" melting into oblivion on one side of the mountain, while names on
the other side are preserved in shade (1136-60); however, antithesis quickly
erupts into a vision of arbitrariness and plurality in Fame's castle (1161-80).
Fame arbitrarily partitions her gifts, and even in the Hall of Authors ambivalence rules. Sheila Delany notes that Chaucer presents "a composite
portrait of historical authority, which is revealed to be fully as contradictory as the literary authorities used in Book 1, or the cosmologies of Book 2." 10
Chaucer juxtaposes seven authors who gave different interpretations of the
Trojan War, varying from the irony of the epithet of Achilles, derived from
Statius' s Achilleid, a romantic comedy, to the anti-Homeric versions of Dares
and Dictys, complete with outright accusations that Homer "made lyes, /
Feynynge in hys poetries" (1477-78). The dreamer neither offers a complete hierarchy of authors nor any interpretation as to the validity of each
of the versions; he champions no author's text. Judgment as to which
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version is most truthful or deserving of renown is suspended, and the reader
is left to shuffle through a multitude of contradictory presentations. As fickle
Fame "rewards" her petitioners, we are once again reminded that works are
often accidentally or arbitrarily deemed to be deserving of either renown or
infamy; such arbitrary decisions may also determine the fate ofliterary works.
The dreamer's journey does not end with his education on Fame's
capriciousness, but rather with his visit to the Wicker Cage of Rumour.
Every possible rype of tiding can be found here. In their transmission from
person to person, these tidings become exaggerated and are transformed, as
"fals and soth compounded/ Togeder fle for oo tydynge" (2108-9). Thus,
he learns that the original, unequivocal meaning of all words and all stories
- once passed from man to man - is irretrievable. Given that all speech has
become suspect, and truth impossible to recover after it has passed through
so many human mouths and ears, how can Chaucer resolve and dose his
poem? No formal closure is evident as in the earlier dream poems, and the
irresolution of the form of the poem mirrors an irresolution of the content.
The poem breaks off with a comic scene of bodies tumbling over each
ocher, clamoring to get near enough to see and hear the man of great
authority:
Arte laste y saugh a man,
Which that y [nevene] nae ne kan;
But he semed for to be
A man of gret auctorite . ...

Numerous theories on the identity of this man have appeared, most suggesting that a proponent of divine authority, such as Boethius, a clergyman, or Christ would appear. 11 But given the comedic, rowdy crew that is
in attendance, and the fact that references to godhead are most notable by
their absence in the poem, it seems highly unlikely that Christ or his deputy
would appear. The authority of the figure that does appear is highly suspect. Given the ruckus found in the concluding scene, Donald Fry's
appraisal of the ending seems quite astute: "Whatever tidings [the man of
great authority] represents would have been badly distorted on the way up .
. . . The figure is ironic; there is no authority." 12 Had the "man of gret
auctorite" delivered a final few words and the dreamer awakened to give a
few lines of commentary in response to the dream, such resolution would
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counter the open-ended and unresolved structure of the poem. This would
also give added weight to his "last words" as an epiphany; epiphany is just
what Chaucer successfully avoids here.
Smith contends that closure can be conveyed by a "tone of authority,"
which gives special credence to the message of the poem, and which
strengthens the sense of closure. 13 Chaucer calls into question the very value
of that tone by using a figure who has the "seeming" stance of authority to
undermine closure. The appearance of this "authority" calls to mind the
question of the authority of the author. Augustine's advice to writers, still
followed in Chaucer's day, was to revive the old moral messages and
reinvigorate the classic stories within a more contemporary framework. 14
Most fourteenth-century authors accepted the role of "compilator" - one
who collates statements of others while restraining himself from inserting
any opinion of his own as "auctor," propagating source material to advance
the didactic message. 15 Chaucer challenges this notion of the role of the
author by questioning the ultimate authority of his predecessors. Since there
is no "great authority" in The House of Fame, any hierarchy of authors is
denied. By denying the authority of the old masters, Chaucer releases the
writers of his age, and those who follow, from the directive that requires
that they allow their predecessors' messages to take precedence in their own
work, thereby suppressing their own creativity.
In this "unconcluded" poem, Chaucer abandons the gesture toward
formal closure found in The Book ofthe Duchess and The Parliament ofFowls,
instead achieving coherence - and establishing anticlosure - by maintaining ambiguity and creating plurality by the end of the poem. Poems, such
as The House of Fame, that question the authority of the word and that
acknowledge the ambiguity of the words that try to capture and convey the
complexity of human experience, according to Smith, often employ
anticlosure as the rhetorical device of choice to reveal the author's suspicion
of language. 16 In such poems, she continues, there is a refusal to resolve
issues.17 Such poems depend on the reader's ability to comprehend the
unifying structural and/or thematic principles of the work; in Chaucer's
poems, consistent use of certain stylistic devices - antithesis, juxtaposition,
and ambiguity - creates unity and also builds toward the pluralistic vision
achieved by the end of each work. Ambiguity and irony, says Smith,
are "'pluralistic' ways of speaking, evasions of committed speech." 18 For
Chaucer, the issue is not the evasion of committed speech but the evasion
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of authoritative speech. The subversion of authoritative speech in turn
advances and affirms the pluralistic vision: life, and the art that attempts to
imaginatively capture and scrutinize it, is comprised of multiple and often
antithetical perspectives, each having a value of its own, but no single perspective is any more authoritative than any other. By continually juxtaposing perspectives in the early dream poems, Chaucer creates a more complex
vision than that which unequivocal presentation or clear preference for any
one source or ideology would propound. As a precursor to the more
elaborately executed Canterbury Tales - in which diverse perspectives on
the contextual material is a rule, and in which closure is again problematic
- The House of Fame is best considered a more modest, yet successful
pluralistic vision.
Chaucer had a vision for his art from the beginning of his career; his
work is marked by a sensitivity to the rich multiplicity of human perspectives. Each poem asks that instead of looking for an unequivocal and
definitive message that tidies up the poem, we celebrate the many and diverse perspectives that the poem has imaginatively intertwined in part in an
artistic effort to mirror the diversity and paradoxes in life. Each poem is left
open in terms of the contextual issues, compelling the reader to think about
the content of the poem after the initial reading, and perhaps also driving
him to read it again.
Chaucer has conquered the tyranny of sources and has established his
aesthetic ideals in his dream vision. It is not coincidental that Chaucer
takes one of the most conventional forms of his time to stake a claim for
the possibility of originality in every poet's work; in doing so, he exhausts,
for himself, the imaginative and innovative potential of the dream vision.
Having done so, it is time for him, with newly won freedom, to move on to
new forms. This means that Troilus and Criseyde must be read as more than
the reworking of fl filostrato. Similarly, The Canterbury Tales is not to be read
as a mere compilation of older stories but as a poem with its own structural
integrity in which the individual tales are read with respect to one another
as well as to how they use and manipulate - rather than propagate - their
sources.
In these later poems, Chaucer applies the techniques successfully
employed in the early poems to new genres and forms and thus expands
his pluralistic vision. In the ending of Troilus and Criseyde, as Donaldson
observes, Chaucer juxtaposes efforts to conclude through epic, trite
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moralization, eschewed responsibility, and world-hating, while disclosing
a deep emotional need to maintain devotion to the love story. Through
these efforts, he creates a more complex resolution, a pluralistic vision. 19 In
The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer adds more to the dimensions of the pluralistic vision found in The House ofFame. Rather than offering a quick listing
of authors or petitioners, he develops the lives and stories of "the rabble"
through portraits and stories; characters are allowed to offer their own
perspectives in celling their story in a framework that has the potential for
infinite expansion. Any single perspective is subject co "correction" in its
interaction with the stories that surround it as well as the actions and dialogue of the speakers and audience that serve to frame the storytelling.
The poem is indeed "unfinished," as Howard, Lawler, and others observe,20 since not all the promised tales are told, nor do all the pilgrims
speak. Bue the pluralistic vision makes the poem seem complete, as does
Chaucer's final effort at formal closure in his retraction, though this gesture
may in fact be no more than the evocation, and vestige, of a common
convention. The retraction is problematic since, as Howard asserts, Chaucer
rejects many of his books, "even chose he cannot remember," 21 and rejects
"the tales of Caunterbury, thilke that sownen into synne" (Parson's Tale,
1086) though he leaves it up to the reader to decide which those are. If the
retraction is read in lieu of the whole corpus, as another of Chaucer's ambiguous closings, then Chaucer has created a tension between the stance of che
Christian poet, who fears for his salvation since he has \\;ritten tales of
"mirth," and the subtle master of words, the poet who is well aware of the
innovative nature of his own work.
Two further points make the retraction problematic. In whose voice is
it written? Is it the voice of chat often dense and comic little chap, the
persona created to record the pilgrimage, or of the author, who has stepped
out from behind the mask of chat persona? If it is the generally unreflective
narrator, who is often an unreliable authority, then the retraction may call
to mind the story of the child in the Prioress's Tale whose song of devotion is learned by rote; the narrator, like the boy, does not comprehend
the meaning of the words. Does the narrator, then, adopt chis pose because
he has learned that it is the proper way to end a poem, without having
reflected upon the significance of what he writes? On che other hand, if we
treat the retraction as the author speaking directly to his readers, then we
are forced to question whether Chaucer reneges on the position he has
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taken regarding the need for ingenious poetry, a position that he worked so
hard to establish throughout his corpus. Is he instead advising that an
author should not strive for innovation but rather continue in the didactic
tradition, reinscribing the masters' messages? And why does Chaucer finally
end his work by calling himself a mere compilator: "Heere is ended the
book of the tales of Caunterbury, compiled by Geffrey Chaucer"? He must
have recognized that his work was more than a simple compilation and
that to call attention to his work as such was an affront to his life's work unless
the reader is intended to see the irony of such a claim. Like the roundel in
The Parliament of Fowls, this retraction is a formal gesture that does not
ring true; it is a false closure to an open-ended and pluralistic work.
If the retraction is treated as an addendum addressing the whole of
Chaucer's corpus and the Parson's Tale is treated as the final tale, the ending to The Canterbury Tales is still problematic. As the final word, the
Parson's Tale leaves many Chaucer enthusiasts unsatisfied. While the sermon
appears to address each pilgrim's sins directly and to point each sinner
toward the path of true salvation, one cannot help but wonder if his message is in fact lost on such characters as the Pardoner, Summoner, and
Monk, whose portraits and tales evince a disdain for such advice. Would
they in fact repent after hearing the Parson's sermon? And why should the
Parson's sermon be more powerful than any other sermon or Scripture
itself, which these pilgrims have assuredly studied? Interestingly, Chaucer
does not return to the storytelling frame at the end of the sermon to tell us
if all the pilgrims have repented. We do not know whether the Parson's
"vertuous sentence" ha.s brought tears of contrition from his listeners or
whether his words have fallen on deaf ears.
If The Canterbury Tales is treated as a complete though unfinished
work, 22 then, once again, Chaucer has quite craftily thwarted our expectation of closure; for we would expect some sign of completion of the pilgrimage either through the pilgrims' physical arrival at Beckett's shrine or
their vocalized repentance. But ending with the Parson's Tale, and not
returning to the frame, may be regarded as an apocalyptic closure, in which
the poem ends by pointing the way to the New Jerusalem. The apocalyptic
work, as defined by Frank Kermode, is one that examines the lives of men
who live "in the middest" of time and history. Such works "make possible
a satisfying consonance with the origins and with the middle," 23 and through
the author's creation of an apocalyptic ending, he attempts to create a
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harmony that will hold the whole fictive structure together. Chaucer's work
is apocalyptic by this definition in that it harkens back to origins by using
and responding to patristic and classical sources; it resides "in the middest"
of time, exploring the conflicting philosophies, the fideism and the skepticism of his day. Through the endings provided by the Parson's Tale and
the retraction, the work looks forward to a divine concord, but it is dangled
like a carrot on a stick, beyond the reach of character and reader. The work
never quite achieves absolute order and harmony. Instead, Chaucer leaves
the work in a state of suspension and the "rabble" inside the poem and the
reader outside without any definitive answers.
The Canterbury Tales, like all Chaucer's major poems that precede it,
remains open-ended and ambiguous, drawing us back into the multiple
perspectives on human experience created by the many tales presented
therein. Looking at the whole of Chaucer's corpus and the open-ended and
pluralistic vision achieved in each poem, one doubts whether Chaucer would
have revealed the winner of the storytelling competition even if he had
completed all the tales promised in the General Prologue. If the rest of his
corpus is any indication, the decision probably would be left to the reader,
whom Chaucer always charges with finding the pluralistic meaning of his
work. While critics have generated tomes of criticism over the centuries as
to which tale was the best, and on how to read the ending, this does not
change the fact that Chaucer has left us to grapple with - and to finally
accept - irresolution and plurality, in a work that mirrors a human world
of doubt and uncertainty, where God's definitive vision is beyond human
grasp.
Throughout his corpus, Chaucer strives to establish and maintain
semantically open-ended poetry. Such poetry poses problems in terms of
closure, which Chaucer handles by experimenting with various types - and
later with the absence - of formal closure. Kermode has argued such a
"discomforture of ends" to be an essential characteristic of modern apocalyptic fiction. He defines the apocalyptic nature of modern fiction as a
response to an impending sense of crisis, in which the writer must examine
botp. man's doubtful beginnings and ends: our ties to the past - history,
tradition, and established paradigms both literary and philosophical - as
well as our invented endings that have implications both personal and societal. 24 Chaucer, too, wrote in an age of crisis, an age in which apocalyptic
vision was foremost in people's minds, as the Black Death raged, the Church
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fell into corruption, and political upheaval became imminent. And, as the
modern writer now must do, Chaucer established his innova~ions against
the paradigms established by canonized authorities. Chaucer writes, as do
all writers according to Kermode, in perpetual transition, looking back to
his predecessors and forward to the "immanent rather than imminent" end. 25
His pluralistic vision and open-endedness are significant only when read
against the past masters; by challenging their authority through his pluralistic vision, he is able to relinquish the roles of compilator and translator ·
and affirm the poet's right to create innovative fiction .
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